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ABSTRACT
The number of asylum-seekers from African nations and Haiti traveling from their origin
countries, through Latin America, and then to the United States is increasing. This capstone
explores why Africans and Haitians are choosing to embark on this journey, what the experience
is like for the asylum-seekers (including mapping the physical route taken), and what policies
have been developed in transit countries, specifically Panama and Mexico, as a response to this
phenomenon. To fulfill the objectives of the study, data was collected by conducting semistructured interviews with 4 individuals who currently work in the field of international
migration and 2 asylum-seekers from Africa who completed the migration route of study.
Additional data was also collected from secondary sources such as scholarly articles and country
reports. Findings indicated that Panama and Mexico have indeed instituted specific migration
policies as a result of increased irregular migration through their countries, the route is an
extremely long and difficult one for asylum-seekers which involves the use of a variety of
different modes of transportation, and often times asylum-seekers suffer from social implications
as a result of completing the route. Additional findings concluded that asylum-seekers do not
receive proper assistance from NGO’s or local authorities while embarking on the route. It is
recommended that in the future researchers and practitioners consider ways to systemically track
this phenomenon from a regional and global level as well as measure how well countries are
doing at upholding the 2030 Sustainable Development Objectives related to international
migration.
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I
Introduction
One of the most prominent migration routes used globally over the past decade has been
the route used by Latin Americans going north to the United States from South and Central
American countries. In quantitative terms in 2018 there were 44.8 million immigrants living in
the United States, and 31.4% of them were immigrants from Latin America (“Facts on U.S.
Immigration 2018”, 2020). People from Latin American countries have left their homes
searching for economic opportunity, the prospect to reunite with family members living in the
U.S., and to seek refuge from violence, persecution, insecurity, and more (Amahazion, 2021).
Recently, this route has not only been used by Latin Americans, but also by immigrants from
other regions seeking immigration status in the United States. Many of these immigrants are
asylum-seekers seeking to benefit from refugee status, and they come from all over the world, in
particular African countries and Haiti.
The term “asylum-seeker” refers to “a person who requests refugee status in another
state, normally on the grounds that they have a well-founded fear of persecution in their country
of origin, or because their life and liberty is threatened by armed conflict and violence” (The
State of the World’s Refugees, 1997, p. 1). In the U.S., the creation of the immigration status
known as asylum/asylee, was developed and drafted into legislation on the basis of the 1951
Geneva Convention, also known as the “Convention Relating to the Status of Refugee” (Fassin,
2013). The first and only ratification made by the United States in relation to the “Convention
Relating to the Status of Refugee” was on November 1, 1968 (“States Parties to 1951”, 2015).
Immigrants who are granted asylum in the United States receive many of the same benefits as
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refugees that are resettled in the country through the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program. That
being the case, if asylum-seekers are granted asylum in the United States, they will have a
permanent immigration status, allowing them to work, go to school, access public benefits,
embark on a path to citizenship, and more.
Some frequent assumptions that are made in general about African migration is that it has
big potential and it is increasing, that it’s driven by poverty (or general economic opportunity)
and violence, and that it is mostly directed towards European countries (Flahaux and De Haas,
2016). Those assumptions are roughly true regarding the causes of migration, however the
assumption that African immigrants are primarily migrating to Europe, is not fully true. Indeed,
the majority (over 50%) of African migration takes place regionally, i.e., between countries that
either border one another or are in close proximity to each other within Africa, as opposed to
migration patterns primarily leading to Europe (Amahazion, 2021). Even though the vast
majority of African immigrants are residing in other African nations or in European nations,
African migration to the United States has also increased over the past decade, reaching a total of
2.1 million people from Sub-Saharan Africa (Batalova and Lorenzi, 2022). In particular, the
number of African refugees that have arrived to the United States since 2010 has also steadily
increased. Refugee arrivals from Africa to the United States increased from roughly 13,000 in
2010 to 16,000 in 2019, with periods of high arrivals, like in 2015 to 2017 when the U.S.
experienced roughly 32,000 African refugee arrivals per year (Amahazion, 2021). Though these
numbers are only reflective of the number of Africans resettled in the United States through the
resettlement and placement program, parallel to the increased number of refugee arrivals to the
United States, is the increase in Africans being granted asylum (See Table 1. for more detailed
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information on the number of asylum-seekers from African nations who were granted asylum in
the United States from 2015 to 2020). The high number of approved asylum applications for
people from African nations is an interesting fact as the United States is geographically located at
a far distance from Africa, and the route to reach the United States from their countries of origin
is long, costly and physically/emotionally exhausting. This is the starting point for two of the
questions that articulate this research, surrounding why African asylum-seekers choose to
migrate to the United States as opposed to other nations in closer proximity to them, and how
they arrived there if they were not directly resettled in the United States through the Refugee
Admissions Program.

Table 1. Number of People from Africa Granted Asylum in The United States from 2015 - 2020
Year

Total

2015

5,074

2016

3,330

2017

4,292

2018

5,943

2019

7,641

2020

5,030

Source: (Refugees and Asylees, 2020).

The common route being used by asylum-seekers from African countries traveling
through Latin America to the United States is a long one, involving the need to cross through
many different transit countries. A general route entails immigrants leaving primarily West and
East Africa (for example Cameroon, Nigeria, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, etc.) then
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sometimes stopping in Spain or Portugal, before traveling by plane to South America, primarily
first stopping in Argentina, Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, or Colombia (Drotbohm and Winters, 2020).
African asylum-seekers then go on towards Central America, crossing Panama, Costa Rica,
Nicaragua, Honduras, and Guatemala, and then Mexico, which is used as a stepping stone into
the U.S. (Drotbohm and Winters, 2020). This last leg of the journey is a difficult one as asylumseekers need to cross it primarily on foot and by using public transportation. This struggle is
intensified when African asylum-seekers need to cross thick jungle terrain like the Darien Gap in
Panama (with no route or public transportation means), are exposed to racial profiling along the
route, are victims of human trafficking, and more (Amahazion, 2021).
Similar to African asylum-seekers, Haitian asylum-seekers traveling to the U.S. face
many of the same hardships including language barriers, lack of economic resources, exposure to
the elements, racism, long and painful routes and more. It is also evident that Haitian asylumseekers headed to the U.S. are taking a similar route to African asylum-seekers (See Figure, 2.).
Like African asylum-seekers, Haitians are typically entering South America through Brazil, then
traveling to Chile, up through Peru and Colombia, then through Central America and Mexico to
the U.S. border (Yates, 2021). This regional travel between South American countries is
sometimes completed by boat in some stretches. For example, Haitians are taking boats from
Northern Colombia to Panama, so as to skip some of the harder parts of the journey (“Large
Movements of Highly Vulnerable Migrants”, 2021). In some cases Haitians are also traveling
directly to the United States by boat, a phenomenon that can be tracked back to the 1970s, but
the migration route through South America seems to be a route being utilized more and more
(“U.S. Immigration Policy on Haitian Migrants”, 2011). Often times these Haitians were already
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Figure 1. Common routes used by Haitian asylum-seekers when traveling to the
United States (Yates, 2021)

living in South American countries for years (Bernal and Gonzalez, 2021). For example,
thousands of Haitians fled to Brazil after 2010 earthquake to find work. At the time, Brazil was
preparing to host the 2014 World Cup so there were opportunities for migrants to find
employment. Due to the difficulty of gaining permanent immigration status in Brazil (and other
countries where there is a large Haitian diaspora, like Chile) many Haitians were forced to flee
and head north when seasonal migrant job opportunities dwindled (Bernal and Gonzalez, 2021).
Overall, it is evident that African and Haitian migration to the United States is increasing,
and they follow similar patterns, routes, and hardships which justifies analyzing them jointly.
This is an interesting phenomenon, specifically in the case of migrants from African nations,
since geographically Africa is located at a great distance from the United States. As mentioned
above, recent trends show that African and Haitian asylum-seekers are utilizing a migration route
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through Latin America to reach the United States, one that is long, difficult, and expensive. This
capstone will aim to explore these trends and migration routes and work to answer why and how
this trend is occurring.
II

Research Questions
The focus of this capstone is to explore, in a variety of social contexts, the experiences of
individuals who traveled through Latin America as an African or Haitian asylum-seeker. These
social contexts will include mental health impacts, personal finance impacts, and immigration
status impacts. This capstone also explores policy that was created in transit countries as a
response to the increased numbers of asylum-seekers crossing through Latin American countries,
including African and Haitian asylum-seekers. The policies that are explored are policies that
were created in Panama and Mexico, specifically within the last decade (2010-2021). A focus on
Panama is included in this study since most asylum-seekers pass through Panama on their way to
the United States border (assuming they entered through South America) and one of the most
difficult parts of the journey, traveling through the Darien Gap, is located in Panama. A focus on
Mexico is also included, because it borders the United States to the South and recently the two
countries have been developing a number of bilateral policies related to this topic. This capstone
works to answer three primary research questions:
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1. Why are African and Haitian asylum-seekers traveling to the United States through
Latin America, more specifically why are they not arriving to the United States via plane
or choosing other destinations? In regard to this question, this capstone will explore
migration policy systems present in Western and Latin American countries that provoke this
migration trend in migration routes and factors present within the United States that are
attracting asylum-seekers.

2. What is the experience like for asylum-seekers who embark on this journey? Specifically,
the research works to map out the specific physical routes taken by asylum-seekers, how these
asylum-seekers were connected to resources in Latin America to help them on the journey, if
they received help or guidance along the way from NGOs or governmental agencies, and what
are the general challenges they faced while embarking on the journey. Additionally, research was
conducted in order to explore the mental health, personal finance, and immigration status effects
the journey had on the individuals.

3. What are some policies that have been developed as a response, among others, to asylumseekers from Africa and Haiti traveling through transit countries like Mexico and Panama?
For example, increased numbers of asylum-seekers at the U.S. border have spurred the creation
of new policies set between the United States and Mexico, like the “Remain in Mexico”
agreement (Ruiz Soto, 2020). These bilateral and domestic policies being created between, and
within the U.S. and Mexico, have and will have significant social and political impacts. This
capstone also explores the impacts of this migration trend on Panama as asylum-seekers continue
to travel through the county and track through areas like the Darien Gap while moving north.
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Panamanian authorities have struggled to deal with the high influx of immigrants passing
through the Darien Gap, due to a lack in resources (Amahazion, 2021). Since the Panamanian
government is struggling with the high influx, many locals in the country have become agitated
with how things are being handled (Amahazion, 2021). These feelings have prompted new
policies being created to help handle the issues, such as the “controlled flow" policy that was
implemented by Panama (Yates, 2021). It is also important to note that many of these policies
have been created in response to the large numbers of asylum-seekers from other Latin American
countries who take a similar route while traveling to the United States. Although African and
Haitian asylum-seekers are not the primary group leading to newly developed policies, they are
the specific subset of the overall population targeted in this capstone.

III

Literature Review
Most of the research conducted on why asylum-seekers flee their origin countries focuses
on the push factors contributing to the decision. Some examples of push factors could be
unemployment, poverty, human rights violations, low wages, etc. (Zanzabar et al., 2021). On the
other hand, pull factors include increased well-being, job opportunities, political freedom,
education, and the welfare system of a country (Zanzabar et al., 2021). However, there seems to
be a gap in the literature on pull factors that contribute to asylum-seekers choosing to migrate to
certain destination countries and more specifically on why they chose certain routes to arrive at
those destination countries as opposed to others. This capstone works to fill some of these gaps
to gain a better understanding on pull factors contributing to this phenomenon. Harriet Spinks
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states that asylum-seekers primarily choose their destination country based on geography
(Spinks, 2013). Spinks continues to note that most of the world’s refugees are hosted in
developing countries located within the same region as origin countries (Spinks, 2013). This is in
part due to the fact that international migration is expensive and many asylum-seekers come
from impoverished conditions. Asylum-seekers may also choose a destination country in the
search for permanent protection (Spinks, 2013). Depending on the country chosen by the
asylum-seeker, if permanent status is granted they may receive access to public benefits, access
to the labor market, family reunification prospects, access to housing, etc. (Spinks, 2013). This is
typically found in industrialized nations where an advanced asylum processing and protection
system is in place (Spinks, 2013). Often times choosing to go to an industrialized, usually
Western nation, is a more expensive option and may only be possible if the asylum-seeker is able
to acquire a passport, visa, or sometimes fraudulent documents to enter the industrialized nation
(Spinks, 2013). Many of the factors that contribute to where asylum-seekers choose to go are
present in the reasons for why asylum-seekers choose to take certain routes to those destination
countries. Primarily the amount of time it takes and the length of the route will be determined
based on how much money the asylum-seeker has. In theory, the more money the individual has
the farther they may travel. Another factor that may be contributing to the routes used by asylumseekers traveling to destination countries could be how open or closed certain borders are in
transit countries. For example closed borders may limit migration opportunities while open
borders may be associated with higher levels of migration, making the countries that have open
borders an appealing transit location for asylum-seekers (Vezzoli, 2021). The combination of
opportunities to travel across countries with open borders/loose visa restrictions, economic
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opportunities, and pathways to citizenship, have recently challenged the idea that migrants
primarily choose their destination country based on geography as originally suggested by Spinks.
What has also become apparent is that recently asylum-seekers use “agents” to assist
them in arriving to destination countries (Spinks, 2013). For a price, agents may supply travel
documents like passports to asylum-seekers, as well as booking tickets for flights, buses, ferries,
and by doing so choosing the perceived best migration route for asylum-seekers (Spinks, 2013).
With these agents having such control, their choices and availability to assist asylum-seekers will
directly affect the choice of destination country and the specific migration route taken. These are
only some of the basic reasons for why an asylum-seeker chooses a particular immigration route
and it is important to remember that often times these decisions are made on an individual level.
Specific literature has been developed around why African and Haitian asylum-seekers
are choosing to travel through Latin America to get to the United Staes, as opposed to traveling
to Europe or other African/Caribbean nations that are in closer proximity to their origin
countries. There are two primary reasons provided by the current literature as to why Africans
are not choosing to/not able to enter Europe or migrate to a closely located African/Caribbean
nation. The first being that over the past decade it has become more difficult to enter Europe
from Africa (Amahazion, 2021). This is due to a shift in migration policies adopted by some
European countries, focused on increased border control and securitization against irregular
migration (Amahazion, 2021). The increased political pressure from far-right parties and policy
changes have led to tightened border control initiatives put forth by some European countries.
However, it is important to note that despite this tightening of border control, Europe still hosts
more refugees than the United States. Currently, the EU hosts roughly 2 million refugees while

16
the United States hosts around 1.5 million (“Refugees by Country”, 2022) and (“Overall Figures
of Immigrants”, 2021). Another reason is that asylum-seekers are often looking to have
permanent status in a “stable” country where they can generate an income and live free of acute
oppression towards them (Spinks, 2013). This is not always possible in African and Caribbean
nations located in close proximity to asylum-seekers’ origin countries, as a result of war, poor
economic conditions, and lack of pathways to citizenship (Yates and Bolter, 2021). These two
primary reasons, on top of the fact that it is extremely difficult to acquire a visa to enter the
United States for people from African nations (in particular after the terrorist attack of September
11, 2001), are primary reasons as to why African and Haitian asylum-seekers are choosing to
travel to Latin America and then upwards towards the U.S. to enter irregularly (Da Silva, 2013).
However, these are not the only reasons as to why Africans and Haitians are choosing to travel
through Latin America to the United States. Heike Drotbohm and Nanneke Winters note in their
text A Shifting Yet Grounded Transnational Social Field: Interplays of Displacement and
Emplacement in African Migrant Trajectories Across Central America that some elements
contributing to Africans and Haitians choosing to travel through Latin America to the United
States include Latin American countries’ “relatively open migratory policies, its extensive and
porous maritime and land borders, its limited state capacity to monitor migrants and its lack of
deportation agreements with African countries” (Drotbohm and Winters, 2020, p. 4). As stated
previously, Brazil and Ecuador often serve as locations where African and Haitian asylumseekers enter South America to begin their journey north (Yates and Bolter, 2021). A possible
reason for this, as pointed out by Sidney Antonio da Silva, is that there are certain parts of the
Brazilian and Ecuadorian border that do not require a visa to enter, specifically the Amazonian
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regions (Da Silva, 2013). This path may be more widely used by Haitians as they can arrive to
Brazil by boat, however Africans would typically need to fly into a Brazilian airport, thus
needing a visa, unless they arrive by boat as well (Amahazion, 2021). This phenomenon supports
Drotbohm and Winter’s notion that Africans and Haitians are traveling through Latin America to
the United States because of “porous” maritime and land borders and “relatively open migratory
policies” (Drotbohm and Winters, 2020, p. 4).
In general, the migration route being used by African and Haitian asylum-seekers does
not vary much between the individuals taking part in the journey. Caitlyn Yates and Jessica
Bolter explain that since 2013, asylum-seekers from Africa have primarily travelled through ten
specific countries including Brazil, Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua,
Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico to arrive to the United States (Yates and Bolter, 2021). It must
be noted again that this journey is a difficult one due to many different circumstances. For
example, the transit through Colombia is more than 800 miles long, so it is typically required that
asylum-seekers utilize bus and boat rides in order to reach northern Colombia, to then enter
Panama (Yates and Bolter, 2021). Once the asylum-seekers reach northern Colombia, they then
need to cross through the Darien Gap located in southern Panama, in order to travel into Central
America (Yates and Bolter, 2021). The Darien Gap is a 90 mile stretch of dense jungle without
any paved roads (See Figure 2) and is considered one of the most difficult parts of the journey
(Yates and Bolter, 2021).
On top of the difficult and expansive terrain that African and Haitian asylum-seekers trek
through, they have to do so with limited economic resources in countries where they commonly
do not speak the language. This being the case, African and Haitian asylum-seekers typically
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Figure 2. Potential routes taken through the Darien Gap (Motlagh, 2016).

utilize the services of guides, smugglers, or other types of “agents” (Yates and Bolter, 2021).
These “agents” may supply travel documents like passports to asylum-seekers, as well as
booking tickets for flights, buses, ferries, and by doing so choosing the perceived best migration
route for asylum-seekers (Spinks, 2013). This is a crucial so-called “service” if asylum-seekers
expect to make it through the long migration route. This service costs the asylum-seekers
however, and (according to the literature) it is estimated that on average it costs $12,000 per
person in order to effectively complete the migration route in it’s entirety (from origin country to
U.S. border) (Miraglia, 2016). What is unclear in current research is how the asylum-seekers are
finding out about these agents or the route in general, seeming that they do not speak the
language and their origin countries are located thousands of miles away from Latin America. The
total length of time is takes for individuals to complete the journey is also somewhat unclear as
people stay in different transit countries for various amounts of time. Additionally, little research
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has been conducted on if these asylum-seekers are receiving assistance from governmental
agencies and NGOs on their journey.

Due to the difficulty and complexity of this immigration route, it is clear that the
individuals who have travelled it experienced a tremendous amount of trauma which can lead to
mental health concerns, poor economic conditions, and increased difficulties with integrating
into society in the United States. Ben McVane mentions in his text that Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) is commonly found in asylum-seekers who have embarked on a journey to find
a new home (McVane, 2020). PTSD is often found in survivors of sexual violence, physical
assaults, kidnappings, widespread violence, and war (McVane, 2020). Mental health concerns
caused by these traumatic events can also vary in severity based on the individual. Sexual
orientation, gender, age, and economic status all play parts in determining how one’s journey
went and each person experiences trauma in different ways and at different times. The economic
hardship put upon asylum-seekers traveling through Latin America and the trauma they face
along the way also shapes their abilities to integrate into society in the United States. Lindsay
Harris states in her text that the system in place in the United States “is under-studied, and
research on the well-being of this population is sorely lacking” (Harris, 2016, p. 33). In other
words, although there is a system in place in the United States for receiving asylum-seekers, it is
flawed in many ways and asylum-seekers may find it difficult to integrate into society.
It is difficult to measure the exact number of asylum-seekers from African nations and
Haiti that are entering Latin America and are heading towards the United States. This is mostly
due to the fact that migration pathways are irregular and many of the asylum-seekers are

20
undocumented and do not want to be detected (Amahazion, 2021). This notwithstanding, the
available data shows that the migration of African and Haitian asylum-seekers to the United
States is an increasing trend. One thing that is certain is that the increased numbers of asylumseekers traveling through Latin America to the United States have had an impact on Mexican and
Panamanian immigration law and policy. For example, Panama has instituted a coordinated
effort with Costa Rica in order to facilitate the onward movement of asylum-seekers traveling
through the country. At this point, asylum-seekers that are apprehended by Panamanian Border
Control (usually after they have already crossed through the Darien Gap) are taken to one of four
holding camps in the Darien province of Panama (Yates and Bolter, 2021). Individuals stay in
these camps for a different lengths of time, deepening on how many individuals are able to take a
bus to the Costa Rican border. Before the pandemic, Costa Rica was accepting 100 migrants a
day (Yates and Bolter, 2021). Once out of detention, Panamanian authorities (for the price of
40-50 U.S. dollars) arrange travel for the asylum-seekers to travel to a camp in Northern Panama
(Yates and Bolter, 2021). Then, Costa Rican officials and Panamanian officials coordinate with
one another to ensure that the asylum-seekers can cross the Costa Rican border and continue on
their journey (Yates and Bolter). This example shows the impact that the increased African and
Haitian migration has had an effect on Panamanian immigration policy (or at least transit
migration policy). The Panamanian government has instituted certain policies such as the
“controlled flow” policy and locals within the country are starting to voice their opinions about
the increased numbers of immigrants traveling through the country (Yates, 2021). Social and
political opposition to those policies may be one of the reasons as to why the Panamanian
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government has chosen to limit the amount of asylum-seekers that are permitted to travel through
Panama to Costa Rica.
Mexico is also a country that has instituted new policies to deal with the large influx of
asylum-seekers traveling through the country to the United States, most of which have come
from bilateral policies generated between themselves and the United States under the pressure of
the latter. Specifically, more changes were made following the threat made by former President
Donald Trump in 2019 that would have seen a 25% tax increase on all Mexican imports if the
Mexican government did not come up with some solutions to dealing with the increase of asylum
applications at the U.S. border (Ruiz Soto, 2020). Eventually, to avoid the increase of taxes on
imports the Mexican government came to an agreement with the U.S. to do the following:
strengthen migration controls at the Mexico-Guatemalan border, accept more asylum
applications within Mexico, work to dismantle human-smuggling networks, etc. (Ruiz Soto,
2020). These measures, plus the Migration Protection Protocols (MPP policy), known as
“Remain in Mexico” instated between the United States and Mexico in 2019, in the wake of the
COVID-19 pandemic, has resulted in an estimated 60,000 asylum-seekers prevented from
entering the U.S. and required to stay in Mexico (Blue et al., 2021). According to the literature
present, the continued influx of, among others, asylum-seekers from Africa and Haiti traveling
through Latin America has had an effect on immigration policies present in both Panama and
Mexico. Again, it is important to note that the majority of asylum-seekers that are using this
migration route are from other Latin American countries and they are the primary cause of many
of the policies being put into place.
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IV

Methodology and Research Design
Research Design
This study was carried out by using a mix of qualitative research methods and
quantitative data, and is conceived as an example of a critical ethnography (Marshall and
Rossman, 2016). A critical ethnography can be described as a study that is conducted in
educational or social settings, with the goal of examining historical forces shaping societal
patterns, power, dominance in institutions, dilemmas of policy, including their role in
reproducing social inequalities based on gender, race, class, etc. (Marshall and Rossman, 2016).
This study can be categorized as a critical ethnography because social patterns, domestic and
international governmental policies, race, class, and gender are all taken into account when
analyzing the data. As stated previously, this study utilizes both quantitative and qualitative data.
The qualitative data provided for this capstone was gathered through primary methods
(interviews) and the quantitative data was gathered through secondary methods (using a variety
of scholarly articles and country reports). Qualitative data was crucial to the formulation of this
capstone as it provides a better perspective on the participants lived experiences, offers a holistic
view of social phenomena, and gives the opportunity to gather data that is interpretive and
political (Marshall and Rossman, 2016). Additional, qualitative data was collected by conducting
interviews with refugees and asylum-seekers, as well as professionals working in the field related
to this study. Quantitative data is measurable, standardized, and objective (Marshall and
Rossman, 2016). Quantitative data was collected to the extent that they are available on the
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number of Africans that were granted asylum in the United States from 2015-2020, the number
of people who crossed the Darien Gap in 2021, the amount of time it takes and how much money
it takes to complete the journey from origin country to the United States, and more.

Sample Population
The participants of this study were identified through purposive sampling (Marshall and
Rossman, 2016). This is because the research is focused on individuals, phenomena, and
concepts that have specific characteristics. Individuals who participated in interviews for this
capstone included both asylum-seekers who travelled from Africa or Haiti, through Latin
America, and eventually to the United States and individuals who currently work for
organizations whose work is directly tied into this phenomenon. The asylum-seekers who were
interviewed for this study were all living in Baltimore City and were all from African nations. In
2019, out of the 18.5% of foreign born Africans living in Maryland, 8.7% were from Western
Africa, better explaining why the individuals interviewed were from Western African countries
(“Maryland”, 2019). Reference Table 2 and Table 3 below for specific information regarding the
individuals interviewed for this capstone.

Table 2. Professionals working in the field of international migration
Individual

Position

Gender

Location (Inside the
U.S. or Abroad)

Interviewee 1

Holds a leadership
position at the United
Nations Agency

Male

Abroad
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Individual

Position

Gender

Location (Inside the
U.S. or Abroad)

Interviewee 2

Holds a leadership
position at an
international NGO
focused on refugee
resettlement,
humanitarian aid, and
international
development

Male

Inside the United States

Interviewee 3

Holds a leadership
position at an
international NGO
focused on refugee
resettlement,
humanitarian aid, and
international
development. Primary
work focus is asylum
and protection for
international
humanitarian migrants.

Female

Abroad

Interviewee 4

Holds a leadership
position at an
international NGO
focused on refugee
resettlement,
humanitarian aid, and
international
development. Primary
work focus is asylum
and protection for
international
humanitarian migrants.

Female

Inside the United States

Source: Interviewed Professionals working in international migration

Table 3. Aslyum-Seekers who completed the researched migration route
Individual

Country of
Origin

Gender

Date of Arrival to Age
U.S.
(Within the past
year or Later)

Interviewee 5

Nigeria

Male

Within the last
year

Above 18
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Individual

Country of
Origin

Gender

Date of Arrival to Age
U.S.
(Within the past
year or Later)

Interviewee 6

Nigeria

Female

Within the last
year

Above 18

Source: Interviewed asylum-seekers who completed the migration route. Note: Interviewees are a married
couple

Data Collection Methods
The primary method used to collect data for this capstone was the use of semi-structured
interviews. Specific questions were developed for the professionals that were interviewed
depending on the position they held and the organization they worked for. For example, specific
questions related to the Darien Gap were asked to two of the interviewees because they recently
conducted a scoping mission in the area for the organization they work for. More general
questions regarding the phenomenon as a whole were asked to individuals who held positions in
their organizations that enabled them to understand the phenomenon from a more holistic
standpoint. Additionally, specific questions regarding policies that were established as a result of
this phenomenon were asked to individuals who had more insight into that specific aspect of the
research. More general and uniformed questions were asked during interviews with asylumseekers so as to not spark traumatic events and to gather unbiased data. There were some
variations in the questions depending on if the individual made the journey alone or with their
family. These interviews also took place remotely, given the current restrictions of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Interviews were conducted primarily over Microsoft Teams and
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WhatsApp and lasted anywhere from 40 minutes to an hour. Semi-Structured interviews allowed
for the participants to guide the interview in some manner, making it more of an organic
conversation, something that proved to be valuable while conducting qualitative research
(Marshall and Rossman, 2016). The interviews were not completely guided by the participants
however, a list of guided topics, categories, and questions in order to guide the interview were
used (Marshall and Rossman, 2016). A series of knowledge questions, feeling questions, opinion
and value questions, and experience and behavior questions to both the refugees and asylumseekers, and other professionals who work in the field and have experience working with
refugees and asylum-seekers from African nations and Haiti were used while conducting
research. Due to the researcher’s connections within the field, he was able to work alongside an
organization who supports asylum-seekers in Baltimore City and was able to connect with
potential interviewees. Reference Appendices 3, 4, and 5 to see the specific questions asked to all
interviewees.

Data Analysis
The Literature review was the main source of data collection for this capstone. Interviews
served to confirm, verify, and complete the information collected in the Literature Review.
Regarding interviews, all interviews were recorded and after an interview was completed, the
researcher would transcribe the recordings into a word document. The researcher would firstly
transcribe the interview, shortly after completion, then go back and listen to the interview
recording three or four times, filling in missing pieces that were missed the first time. The
researcher would reference the transcribed notes when developing the findings section of this
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capstone. On the basis of the in-depth interviews were conducted with the asylum-seekers, the
Life Stories were put together. By focusing on life stories, the researcher was able to “examine
and analyze the subjective experience of individuals and their constructions of the social
world” (Marshall and Rossman, 2016, p. 155). Secondary sources such as country reports were
used to collect specific data related to migration trends, policies in transit countries, and other
forms of quantitative data. All of the data collected was then compared to the Literature Review
in order to identify similarities in the research and further identify gaps. The purpose of the
literature review is to situate the inquiry of interest, to synthesize and analyze past research
completed on the topic, to identify gaps in the current and past research, and to help refine the
research questions (Marshall and Rossman, 2016) and provide preliminary answers to them. The
data synthesized from the interviews, and the data collected from the literature review and
secondary resources such as country reports, allowed for the researcher to compare and contrast
data publicly available with the primary data collected.

Ethics of Research and Researcher Positionality
Certain measures were taken during the data collection phase of the capstone. All
individuals who participated in interviews signed an informed consent form before the interviews
themselves were conducted. The informed consent form explained to the participants that the
data collected for this capstone would be safely stored in a secure location and that they were
able to retrieve any data collected from the interview at anytime. Individuals took part in the
interviews voluntarily and were aware that they were able to stop the interview at any time.
Participants were also made aware that they did not have to answer any questions that they did
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not want to. Special consideration was made for the asylum-seekers interviewed for this
capstone. So as to not bring up traumatic experiences for the asylum-seekers, the researcher
made sure not to ask questions about why they left their origin countries, what traumatic events
they may have experienced along the migration route, or what medical conditions they may now
have as a result of completing the route. The researcher mostly asked questions related to the
logistics of the migration route and presented optional questions to the interviewees regarding
their finances and immigration statuses. Pseudonyms were used in place of the interviewees real
names and locations of the interviewees were also not revealed in this capstone so as to ensure
increased security and anonymity. All interviewees were over the age of 18 and were aware that
the interviews were being recorded. All recordings of the interviews will be deleted at the
completion of this capstone.
The researcher recognizes that his position as a white, middle-class, university educated
male, who lives in the United States of America has a direct impact on his perceptions of the data
collected for this project and interest to pursue this topic in the first place. The researcher
currently works for a refugee resettlement agency in Baltimore City, which is where the idea to
pursue this topic originated. The researcher recognizes that there may an impact on how the data
and recommendations of this capstone are presented, given their political beliefs and the current
employment position they hold. In order to try and avoid that bias, the researcher by checking the
perceptions against the literature, the opinions of the professionals interviewed, and the asylumseekers interviewed.
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V
Findings

Reasons as to why asylum-seekers from Africa and Haiti are choosing to travel through Latin
America to the United States:

• Loose immigration laws in some Latin American countries and strict ones in the United States

As described in the literature review, often times asylum-seekers from African countries
and Haiti are not able to obtain visas to enter the United States (Da Silva, 2013). This fact
coupled with the fact that immigrants need to be present in the United States to apply for asylum
and the chances of being resettled in the United States as a refugee are slim, asylum-seekers from
Africa and Haiti are choosing to take advantage of the loose visa restrictions in some Latin
American countries to try their chance to reach the US. The research suggests that the majority of
asylum-seekers from Africa and Haiti are entering primarily into Brazil, Ecuador, Guiana, and
Chile before beginning their journey to the United States (Interviewee 1 and 2, personal
communication, 2022). In those countries entry is relatively easy for them, but the prospects to
get a work permit and stabilize their situation there are very low. Asylum-seekers from African
countries are having more success obtaining a visa to enter Brazil since there are a large amount
of African embassies present in the country (Interviewee 2, personal communication, May,
2022). The long standing relationships Brazil has with African nations have provided greater
opportunities for African migrants to obtain visas. In the case of Haitians, many received
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employment visas to help Brazil in preparation for the 2014 World Cup (Interviewee 2, personal
communication, May, 2022). The 2010 earthquake in Haiti left many Haitians with no choice but
to travel to other countries in search of economic opportunity and many applied for employment
visas in Brazil. Ecuador and Guiana remain popular options for African and Haitian asylumseekers as well since often times a visa is not required to enter the country (Interviewee 1,
personal communication, February, 2022). Chile is also a popular destination for Haitians since
there is a large Haitian diaspora present, making the opportunity for Haitians to obtain visas
more realistic (Interviewee 2, personal communication, May, 2022).

• Economic stability, opportunity to naturalize, and social inclusion

As quoted by Interviewee 1 “To many the United States is still seen as a place of
economic opportunity” (February, 2022). The research suggests that this may still be the case for
many asylum-seekers who have chosen the United States as their destination country based on a
few main reasons. The first being that economic opportunities and opportunities to gain
permanent immigration status may not always be available in countries that are located in the
same region as the asylum-seekers origins country, nor available in the transit countries they
travel through on the way to the United States (Interviewee 2, personal communication, May,
2022). As stated previously, Brazil is a popular first stop for Africans and Haitians embarking on
this migration route. Although asylum-seekers may remain in Brazil for some time before
beginning their journey north, ultimately they are also forced to leave because they may not be
able to gain permanent immigration status and to gain access to better economic opportunities.
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This is also the case for Haitians living in Chile. Although many Haitian asylum-seekers lived in
Chile for years (and many have children who are Chilean citizens) they were ultimately forced to
flee due to little economic and immigration opportunities (Interviewee 2, personal
communication, May, 2022). As Spinks (2013) notes, most of the times these opportunities are
located in industrialized Western nations. Often times asylum-seekers from African nations and
Haiti also have family and friends in the United States, making it an appealing destination
country. Interviewee 2 noted that the Haitian diaspora has gotten so big that many Haitians
believe that traveling and living in other countries outside of Haiti is just something that “they
do” (May, 2022).

• Established migration route through Latin America

As stated previously, often times asylum-seekers from African nations and Haiti choose
to travel through Latin America to the United Sates because they have family members or friends
who previously took the same route (Interviewees 1, 2, 3, and 4, personal communication, 2022).
Through the use of WhatsApp, Facebook, and other media, asylum-seekers who choose to
embark on this route are able to be in constant communication with people who previously
completed it. This is also how asylum-seekers are able to connect to “agents”: in Latin America
who ultimately will influence their journey. Thus, asylum-seekers are taking advantage of the
already established route making the idea of completing the journey a more realistic one for
those interested. As Yates (2021) and Drotbohm and Winters (2020) note, the most common
route for Africans and Haitians traveling through Latin America starts with the asylum-seekers
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entering Brazil, Ecuador, Colombia, or Chile. Then, the asylum-seekers work their way north
(using a variety of different modes of transportation) through the Darien Gap between Panama
and Colombia, then eventually through Central America (Interviewees et al., personal
communication, 2022). The primary research conducted for this capstone confirms that asylumseekers are typically entering in the same countries provided (with the exception of Guyana) and
then moving north through the Darien Gap and eventually Central America and Mexico
(Interviewees et al., personal communication, 2022). Interviewee 2 noted that asylum-seekers are
finding out about these routes both through family friends, but also through an underground
network that is “invisible until you need it” (May, 2022).

What the experience is like for asylum-seekers from Africa and Haiti who embark on this
journey.

• The need to use various forms of transportation

Interviewee 1 states that because this journey involves crossing through a multitude of
different countries, asylum-seekers often times need to use various forms of transportation
(February, 2022). Interviewee 2 states that if asylum-seekers have money, it may be possible for
them to fly to more northern states in South America (like from Brazil to Peru or Colombia) then
continue to takes buses north to major cities (May, 2022). This travel itinerary is usually
developed by friends/family who previously completed the journey or by the “agents” the
asylum-seekers may be working with. As will later be discussed in the Life Stories section even
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when asylum-seekers are taking buses, it is still sometimes necessary to cross certain country’s
borders by foot. So even though individuals are able to take advantage of public transportation
systems they still may need to cross certain borders by foot to avoid drawing attention from local
authorities (Interviewees 5 and 6, personal communication, June, 2022). One part of the journey
that can only be done by foot (and more and more often small boat) is when asylum-seekers need
to cross through the Darien Gap located between Colombia and Panama (Interviewees 3, 4, 5,
and 6, personal communication, 2022). This particularly difficult part of the journey will be
discussed in greater detail in further sections.

• Costly

Traveling half way across the world certainly is not cheap and asylum-seekers from
Africa and Haiti pay thousands of dollars in order to have a chance at completing the journey
from their origin countries, through Latin America, and eventually to the United States. As
mentioned in (Miraglia, 2016), it can cost an average of $12,000 a person to complete this
journey. That price includes the price of smugglers or “agents” that might be involved in the
process, so if someone is benefiting from the services of working with family members or
friends, it may be slightly cheaper. By interviewing

asylum-seekers it was deduced that

individuals, specifically from Africa, may spend upwards of $5,000-$7,000 a person
(Interviewees 5 and 6, personal communication, June, 2022). Neither of the asylum-seekers
worked with agents along the way, and this is mostly the reason behind the lower cost of the
journey (Interviewees 5 and 6, personal communication, June, 2022). Even if asylum-seekers are
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being assisted by family or friends from abroad, this is still an extremely expensive endeavor.
Individuals need to pay for bus tickets, boat tickets, food, medical supplies, immigration
documents, shelter, and often times are required to pay off local law enforcement in order to
cross borders (Interviewees 2, 3, and 4, personal communication, 2022). All of this explains why
asylum-seekers often stay and work for months, sometimes years at a time (if allowed), in the
countries they are passing through. The 2 asylum-seekers that were interviewed for this capstone
stated that they received assistance from family abroad by transferring money by using Western
Union (Interviewees 5 and 6, personal communication, June, 2022). Overall, the two primary
ways asylum-seekers seem to be paying for this journey is by either staying and working in
countries along the way to the United States, receiving money transfers from family abroad, or
saving enough money before they leave for Latin America (Interviewees 1, 5, and 6, personal
communication, 2022).

• The need to cross the Darien Gap

Through the research conducted for this capstone, it is easy to say that the most
treacherous part of this migration route is passing through the Darien Gap. As described
previously, the Darien Gap is a thick piece of jungle located between Northern Colombia and
Southern Panama (See Figure 2.). According to Interviewee 3, the journey through the Darien
can take anywhere from five to ten days (May, 2022). The journey through the Darien Gap for
the asylum-seekers interviewed for this research was slightly longer, taking them approximately
12-14 days (Interviewees 5 and 6, personal communication, June, 2022). It’s important to sate
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that they were also traveling with 2 small children (Interviewees 5 and 6, personal
communication, June, 2022). What makes the journey particularly difficult is the need to
complete it on foot with minimal gear, lack of funds, and little chance to receive sufficient
assistance from locals or authorities in the area. Asylum-seekers are also exposed to robbery,
assault, sexual violence, and more while crossing through the Darien (Interviewee 3, personal
communication, May, 2022). This is exasperated by the fact that they do not typically work with
smugglers to cross the gap. The assistance that can be given to the individuals crossing through
the gap include boat rides (with extremely small wooden boats) across rivers and minimal
accommodations provided within the small fishing villages present (Interviewee 4, personal
communication, May, 2022). That is not to say that the indigenous populations living within the
Darien are not hospitable, they simply do not have the resources to assist the asylum-seekers
passing through, as they are some of the most resource depleted communities in Panama
(Interviewees 3 and 4, personal communication, May, 2022). The communities receive little to
no public funding and overall resources, making it difficult for them to provide the infrastructure
needed to house and transport all of the 124,000 people who crossed through the Darien Gap in
2021 (Interviewee 4, personal communication, May, 2022).

• Little opportunity for assistance from international organizations

What has been apparent through the research for this capstone, is that asylum-seekers
who are completing this route receive little to no assistance from international NGO’s and local
authorities along the route. Interviewee 1, who works for an international organization focused
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on refugee transportation and support, states that organizations such as the International
Organization of Migration (IOM) have troubles being able to support asylum-seekers in this
situation because of the fact that migration is so political (February 2022). Unlike certain
organizations like UNHCR, IOM’s work is not mandated into international law, so they are
restrained by the policies and agreements made in the countries they operate within (Interviewee
1, personal communication, February 2022). In other words, even the United Nation’s agency
designed to assist with the facilitation of humanitarian migration is restrained by local policies.
Interviewee 3 states that asylum-seekers receive some assistance from organizations like Red
Cross, Doctor’s Without Borders, or UNICEF before entering the Darien Gap and when they exit
(May 2022). These organizations often provide basic medical supplies, some cash, footwear, and
at times other gear to assist individuals making the journey (Interviewee 4, personal
communication, May 2022). However, individuals are not receiving sufficient assistance to
where they are able to cross through the Darien safely. Specifically, they are not receiving
assistance in navigating through the jungle nor sufficient resources needed to do so (Interviewees
3, 4, 5, and 6, personal communication, 2022).

Negative aspects about the route that may increase the probability of social implications for
asylum-seekers once they reach the United States.

• Trauma caused by the difficulty of the route
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As described in past sections, asylum-seekers who embark on this journey are susceptible
to experiencing various forms of trauma. Certain experiences that may induce trauma in these
individuals include being separated from friends and family for long periods of time, increased
chances of being exploited due to their race, sexual orientation, economic status, immigration
status, sex, or lack of knowledge of the local languages, having to go through physically
exhausting experiences like crossing the Darien Gap, and carrying the weight of an uncertain
future with them for the entire duration of the migration route. The traumatic experiences that
asylum-seekers go through when completing this journey could cause certain mental health
complications when they arrive to the United States (Barker et al., 2016). This trauma ultimately
could affect the individuals’ abilities to socially integrate, find employment, or navigate new
immigration systems (Barker et al., 2016).

• Depleted economic funds

Asylum-seekers who embark on this journey can spend upwards of $5,000-$7,000 dollars
per person (Interviewees 5 and 6, personal communication, June 2022). Sometimes, individuals
can spend upwards of $12,00 to complete this journey if they are working with an “agent” or
smuggler (Miraglia, 2016). Typically, these funds were saved up over the course of many years
or were given to the asylum-seekers by friends and family abroad, leading to debt (Interviewee 2,
personal communication, May 2022). When the individuals finally reach the United States, often
times their economic resources are almost completely depleted and they are in urgent need of
revenue. Having little to no money when migrating to another country has obvious negative
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impacts on individuals, making it harder for them to find housing, travel to different parts of the
country, submit immigration applications, have stable access to food, purchase phone plans so
they can communicate with friends and family, and more (Interviewees 1, 2, 5, and 6, personal
communication, 2022). It is also difficult to socially integrate into a new society when you have
little access to monetary funds (Fix et al., 2017). Individuals are most likely stressing about their
economic situation and do not have time or the ability to socialize with other individuals. This is
specifically difficult for asylum-seekers because they do not receive immediate social services
like refugees when they arrive through the United States Refugee Resettlement Program (Fix et
al., 2017). Since refugees are immediately connected to services through resettlement agencies
they are often times able to be placed in housing located closely to other people who are from
their country or have similar backgrounds. That is not always an option for asylum-seekers
arriving to the U.S. border, increasing the difficulty of socially integrating.

• Limited employment opportunities

There are a multitude of reasons as to why asylum-seekers from African nations and Haiti
who crossed through Latin America to the U.S border have difficulties finding employment. For
one, they are not legally allowed to apply for work authorization documents until they have had a
pending asylum application for 150 days (“USCIS Stops Applying”, 2022). So, until they apply
for asylum and until that application has been pending for 150 days, they are not legally allowed
to work. The 150 day time restraint is a difficult one, but maybe more difficult is being able to
apply for asylum in the first place. Although there is currently no fee to apply for asylum in the
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United States, there certainly are fees for lawyers who assist many of these individuals apply for
asylum. There is also a high chance that these asylum-seekers are taken advantage of because
they may not completely understand English. Besides not being legal work authorized in the
U.S., asylum-seekers may have physical injuries from the journey or mental health concerns that
prevent them from finding a job (Fix et al., 2017). Since they are not always eligible for public
benefits and refugee services provided through resettlement agencies , they do not always receive
assistance in navigating these difficult barriers to employment either. This can be a compounding
issue as these asylum-seekers often do not arrive to the United States with sufficient economic
resources in the first place, as they needed to spend it on the migration route (Interviewees 5 and
6, personal communication, June 2022).

Immigration policies in Panama and Mexico that are directly correlated with this
phenomenon

• Mexico
Mexico is the last stop for asylum-seekers heading to the United States border. As that is
the case, often times the policies related to migration in Mexico are established as a direct result
of immigration policies made in the United States. Since applying for asylum in the United
States is still restricted under the current administration, President Andrés Manuel López
Obrador has made traveling through Mexico difficult for asylum-seekers (“Mexico: Asylum
Seekers Face”, 2022). One of the primary ways the Mexican State has accomplished this is by
slowing processing times of documents that asylum-seekers need to travel through the country.
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The majority of this processing is taking place in Tapachula, a city in Chiapas where most
migrants first enter the country (Interviewee 2, personal communication, May 2022). In fact,
around 70% of refugee claims that happen in Mexico occur in Tapachula (“Mexico: Asylum
Seekers Face”, 2022). Interviewee 2 noted that this is mostly due to the fact that asylum-seekers
in Mexico need to apply for asylum or refugee status in the same state that they entered in (May
2022). This process once took approximately 3-4 months and now is taking 6 months to 1 year
(Interviewee 2, personal communication, May 2022). The long wait is taxing on both the
asylum-seekers and the city of Tapachula. Finding work and accommodations can be difficult for
asylum-seekers as they are required to stay in the city that they applied for refugee status in.
They are not allowed to travel out of the country until those applications have been adjudicated
and since many other migrants are in the same situation, employment opportunities are numbered
(Interviewee 2, personal communication, May 2022). Tapachula is not a city that is built to house
this many people. This issue is getting even worse as the amount of people entering Mexico has
greatly increased over the past few years. For example, Mexico apprehended 307.569 migrants in
2021, which is the highest number ever recorded (“Mexico: Asylum Seekers Face”, 2022).
Another record breaker was the amount of people who applied for asylum in Mexico. In 2021
13,863 people filed for asylum in Mexico, a number that used to be a few thousand a year
(“Mexico: Asylum Seekers Face”, 2022). Although asylum-seekers in Mexico have better access
to employment rights than they do in the U.S. (often times immigrants are able to work in
Mexico if they have been there for a certain amount of time, without having to have applied for
asylum or have employment documents, which is the opposite in the U.S.) they still face multiple
barriers to employment and social integration (Interviewee 2, personal communication, May
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2022). Luckily for the 2 of asylum-seekers interviewed for this capstone, their documents took
around three weeks to process, so they were able to travel through Mexico to the U.S. border
faster than the average asylum-seeker (Interviewees 5 and 6, personal communication, June
2022). This does not mean that their process was any less complicated. Interviewees 5 and 6
noted that the language barrier was still a difficult to get past when they were in Mexico and
many other asylum-seekers seem to face the same difficulties while waiting for their documents
to be processed (June, 2022). The process of applying for asylum in Mexico or for travel
documents is specifically difficult for Haitians. Officials in Mexico say that Haitians do not
qualify for refugee status since most of them previously had immigration status in either Brazil
or Chile and do not have legitimate reasons for leaving to come to Mexico (“Mexico: Asylum
Seekers Face”, 2022).
Overall the immigration policies instated in Mexico typically are related to those instated
in the United States. Maybe the most apparent one being the Migration Policy Protocols (MPP)
instated in 2018 by President Trump and reinstated in 2021 by President Biden (“The Migrant
Protection”, 2022). More commonly known as “Remain in Mexico” policy, MPP made it so
anyone who entered the Southern Border of the United States from Mexico and applied for
asylum, needed to return to Mexico until they could have their case adjudicated in the U.S. (“The
Migrant Protection”, 2022). This policy did and continues to act as a barrier to asylum for many
asylum-seekers who enter the United States. For example, by the end of 2020 of the 42,012
asylum claims filed, only 521 people were granted asylum in immigration court (“The Migrant
Protection”, 2022). This is mainly because individuals are not able to access legal services,
generally are living in impoverished conditions while waiting for a court date making
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communication and proper access to resource more difficult (“The Migrant Protection”, 2022).
Policies such as MPP have a direct effect on the immigration policies that are instated in Mexico
and currently more seem to be working against asylum-seekers than for them.

• Panama
Besides Mexico, Panama may be the most important transit country asylum-seekers from
Africa and Haiti pass through on their way to the United States border. Around 24% percent of
the people who passed through Panama on the way to the United States were from Africa, 10%
of the population being Haitian (“Report: Flow Monitoring”, 2022). The number of people
traveling through Panama to the United States has also increased about 8% in 2022, showing that
more and more people are using it as a transit country (Report: Flow Monitoring”, 2022). The
increase in numbers is stark, so the governments of Panama and Costa Rica decided to work
together in order to help facilitate this process for asylum-seekers. Interviewee 4 stated that in
2014 the two governments decided to institute a bilateral policy known as “Operation Controlled
Flow” (May 2022). Panama agreed to help bus 500 immigrants a day through Panama to Costa
Rica helping to greater facilitate irregular migration flows through the two countries
(Interviewees 3 and 4, personal communication, May 2022). Though the two countries
accomplished a great feat and have exemplified what positive bilateral policies can look like,
there are still some issues with the program, specifically the number of migrants that the buses
are able to take. Even though Panama has agreed to bus 500 migrants to Costa Rica a day, over
1,000 migrants a day have been arriving to Panama’s southern border over the last few months
(Report: Flow Monitoring”, 2022). The small towns located in the north of Colombia and the
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south of Panama have suffered greatly from the 500 person restriction as they are not built to
house the migrants who are stuck there until they can be transferred to the north of Panama
(Interviewee 4, personal communication, May 2022). Sometimes asylum-seekers need to wait
weeks if not months before they are able to get a spot on a bus, meaning that they continue the
journey on foot because they do not have the resources necessary to wait in the small towns
loaded around northern Colombia and southern Panama (Interviewee 3, personal communication,
May 2022).
Overall Operation Controlled Flow has been a success in the sense that the governments
of Panama and Costa Rica have noticed that there has been a massive increase in irregular
migration patterns and they are willing to help facilitate that travel for thousands of asylumseekers. More importantly, the two countries have demonstrated what progress can be made
when countries act together to initiate policies, even though they may be pushing the issue
further north. Though this policy has been overall positive for the asylum seekers passing
through Panama and Costa Rica, some changes still need to be made in order to compensate for
the increased numbers.

VI
Conclusions
Answers to the research questions and policy implications
The three primary questions posed for this capstone are why African and Haitian asylumseekers are traveling from their origin countries, through Latin America, to the United States
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border, what the experience is like for those who complete the journey, and what policies were
instituted in Mexico and Panama as a result of this phenomenon. Through conducting interviews
with asylum-seekers who completed this journey, using secondary sources like country reports,
and reviewing current literature related to this topic, the author was able to answer the three
primary research questions. The strongest part of the research results are tracking what the
experience is like for asylum-seekers who embark on this journey. The findings confirmed that
the journey is costly, long, there is a need to use a variety of different forms of transportation,
there is little opportunity to receive assistance from NGO’s and local authorities, individuals are
required to pass through the Darien Gap (noted as being the most difficult part of the journey),
and eventually cross the United States Mexico border. By interviewing 2 asylum-seekers who
took this migration route and by interviewing professionals who work in the field of migration
(specifically those who were familiar with the Darien Gap) the researcher was able to gain a
better understanding of what the overall experience is like. These results could have been
strengthened by conducting more interviews, specifically with asylum-seekers. However, there
were a multitude of limitations associated with interviewing asylum-seekers. The biggest
limitation being that gaining access to contact information for potential interviewees from nonprofit organizations, community groups, and church groups. Once the researcher had access to
the contact information, it was not a problem reaching out or gaining permission from the
asylum-seekers to conduct an interview. Again, the difficult part was getting the asylum-seekers’
contact information in the first place due to the confidentiality agreements set between
themselves and the organizations/churches/employers they are affiliated with. It was also
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difficult for the author to reach out to potential interviewees in physical locations like churches,
restaurants, places of employment, etc. due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Understanding why asylum-seekers chose to travel through Latin America to the United
States was also answered through the research conducted for this capstone. The primary reasons
including the presence of loose visa restrictions in some Latin American countries, the idea that
the United States is still a place of economic opportunity, and the already established diaspora
present in the United States, the chance of obtaining permanent immigration status, and the fact
that the route had been established for years.
Additionally, the research was able to answer what policies have been put into place in
Mexico and Panama as a result of this phenomenon. The research concluded that certain
programs like Operation Controlled Flow in Panama and the Migration Protection Protocols in
Mexico were written into legislation due to the high influx of asylum-seekers traveling through
Latin America to the United States border. This was confirmed by the interviews with
professionals who work in migration, specifically related to the topic of this research, and by
reviewing secondary resources like country reports. Ultimately, the research could have been
strengthened by conducting more interviews with people who have an expertise on this subject
and by collecting more secondary reports related to immigration.
Lastly, the research showed that the asylum-seekers from African nations and Haiti are
not receiving sufficient assistance from international NGO’s or local authorities located along the
route. Migrants are given basic assistance when entering and leaving the Darien Gap and
spangling in other locations along the migration route. This assistance being given includes basic
medical resources, petty cash, in some cases shoes, advice on the route itself, and some food.
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Although the assistance given is appreciated by the asylum-seekers, it is not enough to make a
big enough difference in the success rate of the journey for the asylum-seekers or the situation of
need in which they find themselves. Not enough funding is given to international NGO’s so they
can provide the needed assistance to the asylum-seekers such as sufficient medical care,
increased cash allotments, protection, camping gear, immigration legal assistance, and more.
This has major implications for their prospects to integrate once they reach the United States.
Specifically, due to the emotional and physical trauma they experience from the journey, and the
lack of economic resources asylum-seekers have once they arrive to the United States.
Overall, the researcher was able to effectively answer the three primary research
questions. Though there were many limitations on what data was able to be collected during the
process, this research has proven to have some practical application and was able to fill some
gaps presented in the literature review. For example, up until this point there has been little
research conducted on the types of assistance or lack thereof, that asylum-seekers receive while
embarking on this journey. The research conducted for this capstone was able to fill some of
those research gaps, coming to conclusion that asylum-seekers do not receive ample assistance
and the limited assistance they do receive is located in very specific points along the route, like
in the Darien region of Panama. This is strengthened by the point that the asylum-seekers
interviewed for this capstone travelled as a family with small children and they still did not
receive proper assistance. One of the primary reasons presented in the literature review for why
asylum-seekers from Africa and Haiti travel through Latin America to United States was that
they had problems entering/applying for asylum in Europe. Though this seems like a legit reason,
it was not brought up in the interviews conducted for this research. The vast majority of the time
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the asylum-seekers had the United States in mind as their destination country from the start.
Again, this is not to say that in some cases the reason individuals choose this route is because
they cannot enter Europe, but the research concluded that there are a plethora of reasons as to
why someone may choose this migration route and often times the U.S. was the chosen
destination country from the start.
These research results have some practical application, mostly in the sense that it is
shining a light on an international migration crisis that for the most part is not receiving much
attention. As Interviewee 4 stated in her interview, this is an “invisible crisis” and more people
need to be aware of it so they can make educated political decisions that will have a direct impact
on the phenomenon (May 2022). More specifically, this research has proven that individuals who
embark on this journey are not receiving ample assistance from international NGO’s. The
assistance that is being given is not sufficient to make to a difference in whether or not an
individual is able to complete this journey, or properly integrate in the United States once they
reach the country. Again, the interviews conducted for this research, specifically with the
asylum-seekers, proves that increased funding needs to be allocated towards initiatives to assist
asylum-seekers traveling along this route to minimize traumas and humanitarian needs along this
route.

Limitations (Research Design and Execution)
The biggest limitation faced while conducting this research was finding asylum-seekers
in the area who had completed the migration route and were willing to participate in an
interview. Even though over fifty organizations were contacted in the area including thirty plus

48
African/Haitian community groups, twenty plus non-profit organizations across the country
(primarily resettlement agencies and non-profit organizations that worked at the border), and
twenty plus churches in the area who assisted humanitarian immigrants, it was still extremely
difficult to find potential interviewees. These organizations and churches are understandably very
protective of their clients. That being the case, they are not always willing to give out clients’
information, therefore making it difficult to contact prospective interviewees. Also, due to many
of the confidentiality agreements that these organizations have with their funders, they are not
always able to give out their clients’ information. Not having the ability to reach out potential
interviewees at physical locations such as churches, places of employment, community centers,
and restaurants also posed a huge limitation on the research conducted for this capstone. This
limitation was caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which was occurring for the entire duration
of this research. In the future, researchers should take advantage of being able to show up to
physical spaces where potential interviewees may be found.
In relation to the difficulty of conducting interviews with asylum-seekers, another
limitation present within the research is that the two asylum-seekers interviewed for this
capstone are a married couple. Although their are parts and to their journey that are different and
they may have different perspectives on the phenomenon, their journey was largely the same.
The two have been combined into one Life Story, please see Appendix 2.
Another research limitation was the lack of available sources and data related to the topic
of this capstone. There is a lack of the of systemic data collection in regard to asylum-seekers
who embark on the specific route of study. Due to the lack of data, there are a limited amount of
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publications specifically focused on asylum-seekers from Africa and Haiti who travel from their
origin countries, through Latin America, to the United States.

Recommendations for further research

This is a multi faceted phenomenon and there will always be room for further research
around the topic. Certain areas that were not covered during this research, but would prove to be
useful in the future, includes researching ways that countries and organizations develop more
ways of systemically collecting information and data on migration routes and integration
pathways for migrants, as well as on asylum-seekers once they reach the US. Along that same
point, it would be useful to understand how well the immigration objectives such as Objective
10.7 “Facilitate orderly, safe, regular, and responsible migration and mobility of people,
including through the implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies” are
being implemented by countries who agreed to work towards the 2030 Sustainable Development
Goals and what mechanisms may be useful going forward to hold them accountable (“Do you
know all”, 2022). This is important as the research conducted for this capstone proves that not all
transit countries and the United States are working towards this goal. Additionally, further
research needs to be conducted on what routes asylum-seekers are taking through the Darien Gap
and the US border and finding out ways that they may be able to receive more assistance to
reduce the negative impact of this migration route leg. Overall, more interviews and inquiries
need to be conducted with the asylum-seekers who embarked on this journey in order for
researchers and practitioners to have an idea of what is actually happening. The number of
asylum-seekers taking this route is increasing, so having the chance to speak to the individuals
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who are embarking on it will continue to be vital to understanding why it is happening and the
impact it has on asylum-seekers and transit countries.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Interviewees’ Bios

Professionals working in the field of international migration:
Interviewee 1:
Conducted in February, 2022
This individual works for a United Nations agency concentrated on the facilitation of
international migration, particularly for humanitarian immigrants. Specifically, they hold a
leadership position in the agency and are located in South America. Since the interviewee had a
holistic grasp of the topic that was being researched, they were asked general questions about the
phenomenon as a whole. For example, they were asked about what is enabling this migration
route to occur, what policies are in place in transit countries as a result of this migration route,
whether or not asylum-seekers are receiving aid along the route, overall negative implications of
the route on the asylum-seekers, and logistical questions about the physical route itself. Specific
questions asked to this individual are located in Appendix 3.

Interviewee 2:
Conducted in May, 2022
This individual works for an international NGO focused on refugee resettlement, aid for
humanitarian immigrants, and international development. The interviewee is an expert on asylum
and protection both within the United States and globally. Since the interviewee had a holistic
grasp of the topic that was being researched, they were asked general questions about the

56
phenomenon as a whole. For example, they were asked about what is enabling this migration
route to occur, what policies are in place in transit countries as a result of this migration route,
whether or not asylum-seekers are receiving aid along the route, overall negative implications of
the route on the asylum-seekers, and logistical questions about the physical route itself. Specific
questions asked to this individual are located in Appendix 3.

Interviewee 3:
Conducted in May, 2022
This individual works for an international NGO focused on refugee resettlement, aid for
humanitarian immigrants, and international development. The interviewee is an expert on asylum
and protection both within the United States and globally. Specifically, they are an expert on the
irregular migration routes of humanitarian immigrants through the Darien Gap. Recently, they
conducted a scoping report on the phenomenon to better inform their organization about the
current situation. Since they are experts on asylum and protection as a whole, they were asked
holistic questions about the migration route such as the physical route migrants are taking,
enabling factors related to the route, and policies created in transit countries as a result of the
phenomenon. They were also asked specific questions about the Darien Gap like the number of
immigrants crossing through the gap, what transportation looks like inside of the gap, the
specific challenges the migrants are facing, and policies that were created in Panama as a result
of the phenomenon. Please reference Appendix 4 to see the specific questions asked in the
interview.

Interviewee 4:
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Conducted in May, 2022
This individual works for an international NGO focused on refugee resettlement, aid for
humanitarian immigrants, and international development. The interviewee is an expert on asylum
and protection both within the United States and globally. Specifically, they are an expert on the
irregular migration routes of humanitarian immigrants through the Darien Gap. Recently, they
conducted a scoping report on the phenomenon to better inform their organization about the
current situation. Since they are experts on asylum and protection as a whole, they were asked
holistic questions about the migration route such as the physical route migrants are taking,
enabling factors related to the route, and policies created in transit countries as a result of the
phenomenon. They were also asked specific questions about the Darien Gap like the number of
immigrants crossing through the gap, what transportation looks like inside of the gap, the
specific challenges the migrants are facing, and policies that were created in Panama as a result
of the phenomenon. Please reference Appendix 4 to see the specific questions asked in the
interview.

Asylum-Seekers who completed the migration route of study:
Interviewees 5 & 6:
Conducted in June, 2022
Interviewee 5 and 6 are asylum-seekers in the United States who are originally from
Nigeria who completed this migration route in the spring of 2022. They are a married couple and
completed the route with their two young children. The majority of the questions asked to them
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were questions related to the logistics of the route and the difficulties they may have faced along
the way. Please reference Appendix 5 to see the specific questions asked to the individuals.
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Appendix 2: Life Story

The focus of this Life Story section will be to dive deeper into the specific story of two
asylum-seekers who completed the journey from their origin country in Africa, through Latin
America, and eventually to the United States border. Interviewees 5 and 6 are asylum-seekers
from Nigeria who are a married couple and arrived to the United States in April of 2022 after
completing the migration route of study. Although they have the same arrival date, their journeys
were different. The journey for Interviewee 5 started in November of 2019 when he left Nigeria
and flew into Guyana with a tourist visa. He did not stay in Guyana for long, shortly after
arriving he took a bus from Guyana into Brazil where he would stay for the next two years.
While living in Brazil, Interviewee 5 worked in a sports bar, doing a variety of different jobs
such as working security. He did so in order to support himself, but also save up as much money
as he could so he could travel to the United States with his family. Interviewee 5 stated during
the interview that even though he was living and working in Brazil for nearly two years, the
United States always remained his destination country. Interviewee 6, along with the couples two
young children, were able to meet up with Interviewee 5 in Brazil in March of 2021 by obtaining
a Brazilian tourist visa and flying directly into the country, with economic assistance from their
family members in Nigeria. The family would then stay in Brazil for an additional 10 months
before leaving Brazil in January of 2022 to head to the United States.
Once the family decided it was time to leave Brazil and head to the United States they
contacted their friend, who was currently living in the US and had previously completed the
same route, in order to receive guidance on how to complete the journey. This same friend would
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guide the family during the duration of the route, primarily communicating with them through
WhatsApp. The first country that the family travelled to from Brazil was Peru, which they did by
bus. After staying in Peru for a few days, the family then took a bus to Colombia. Once in
Colombia, the family continued their journey north through the country, using a combination of
buses and boats, until they reached the entrance point of the Darien Gap. Once the family arrived
to the Gap they received some assistance from Red Cross who provided them with shoes,
bandages, and additional medical supplies they would need while crossing. Interviewee 6 noted
that there were people from all over the world who were crossing through the Gap when they
arrived, including people from “Kenya, Angola, and Ghana”. After ditching many of their
resources (since it added additional weight) the family crossed into the Darien Gap to begin their
journey through the bush. After hiking from 6am to 6pm everyday, crossing through raging rivers
and thick jungle, the family completed the trip through the gap in 14 days. The family
experienced a plethora of difficulties while traveling through the gap including being robbed, the
death of a friend accompanying them who drowned in a river, not being able to communicate
with anyone through WhatsApp, not being able to communicate effectively with locals as they
did not speak Spanish, and having to camp (sometimes without proper shelter) for the duration of
the journey.
After the family made it through the Darien Gap, they then took a bus from the
Panamanian border to Costa Rica through Operation Controlled Flow. Then once in Costa Rica,
the family took another bus to the Nicaraguan border. The family had to pay the Nicaraguan
officers $150 for each family member ($600 in total) in order to cross into Nicaragua. This type
of payment was not uncommon for the family when crossing borders and they stated that often
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times they would need to pay at least $100 per person in order to cross borders. The family was
also robbed once they entered Nicaragua for an additional $600 dollars, which left them with
only $100 cash, which they used to purchase food and a hotel room. Luckily for the family they
were able to receive economic assistance from their family members abroad (through the use of
money transfers at Western Union) in order to complete the rest of their journey. After Nicaragua
the family continued to utilize buses to cross into Honduras, then Guatemala, and then Mexico in
March of 2022.
The family’s first stop in Mexico was Tapachula, a border city in the state of Chiapas.
Tapachula is a popular first destination for asylum-seekers embarking on the migration route
through Latin America to the United States. While in Tapachula the family applied for
immigration documents so they could continue traveling through the country to the US border.
Because the family had to wait for their documents to process, they were stuck in Mexico for
about 1 month, before they were able to travel to the US. Interviewees 5 and 6 specifically noted
that their were so many people from all over the world in Tapachula, all waiting for their
documents so they could travel through the country. After receiving permission to travel through
Mexico by applying for and gaining refugee status (based on the reasons why they fled Nigeria)
the family then made their way north towards the US border. Once in northern Mexico the family
crossed the US border by foot into Texas. After crossing into Texas, the family made their way
north to Baltimore City where their friend who assisted them navigate the route lived and where
they now live today.
Overall, the entire journey cost the family roughly $20,000 - $25,000 dollars and took
them a total of 3 months to complete once they left Brazil in January of 2022. The family crossed
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through a total of ten countries on their journey to the US and were guided by one of their friends
who was currently living in the US and had completed the same journey. The family faced
difficulties such as language barriers, being robbed, physical injuries from crossing through the
Darien Gap, financial difficulties, and exploitation from local authorities. They now are living in
Baltimore, Maryland where they have an asylum application pending and are hoping to gain
permanent immigration status in the United States. The integration process is not an easy one for
the family as both Interviewee 5 and 6 explained. Deleting their economic funds by completing
the journey has made life difficult for them so far. Interviewee 5 is now working and able to
build the family’s economic resources, but recovering from a large expense is not easy. The
family now receives assistance from a local non-profit who is assisting them with their
integration. Both interviewees are positive about their situation and the future to come, but still
feel the negative results of completing such a long and hard journey, on top of being separated
from friends and family in Nigeria.
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Appendix 3: Interview Protocol for professionals working in the field of international migration
Capstone Interview Guide

Potential interview questions:

• What factors do you believe are enabling/causing African and Haitian asylum-seekers to travel
from their origin countries to the United States? If possible, noting the specific factors present
in transit countries in Latin America.
• Do you believe that this migration trend will continue to grow in popularity? Why or why not?
• Are you aware of any policies that have been put into place in Mexico, Panama, or the United
States recently in response to the high influx of asylum-seekers traveling through their
countries?
• Are you aware of any aid that asylum-seekers receive while traveling through Latin America?
Specifically, resources offered by NGOs, governmental agencies, and local authorities.
• What is the most popular physical route utilized by African and Haitian asylum-seekers while
traveling through Latin America?
• Based on your experience, what social, economic, and overall health implications arise as a
result of asylum-seekers embarking on this migration route?

Summary and Closure:
The information gathered in this interview will solely be used for the purposes of
answering the primary research questions of my Capstone. The information will remain open to
those who have participated in the interviews and a copy of the recorded interview meetings can
be requested at any time by the participants. I understand that my own positionally may have an
influence on this study, but I will strongly attempt to view the information I gathered from a
holistic and complex standpoint. I welcome further insight from the participants from this study
as I work to answer my research questions

64
Appendix 4: Interview Protocol for professionals with expertise on the migration route through
the Darien Gap.
Capstone Interview Guide

Potential interview questions:

• What factors do you believe are enabling/causing African and Haitian asylum-seekers to travel
from their origin countries to the United States? If possible, noting the specific factors present
in transit countries in Latin America.
• Do you believe that this migration trend will continue to grow in popularity? Why or why not?
• Are you aware of any policies that have been put into place in Mexico, Panama, or the United
States recently in response to the high influx of asylum-seekers traveling through their
countries?
• Are you aware of any aid that asylum-seekers receive while traveling through Latin America?
Specifically, resources offered by NGOs, governmental agencies, and local authorities.
• What is the most popular physical route utilized by African and Haitian asylum-seekers while
traveling through Latin America?
Questions Specifically Focused on the Darien Gap
• Based on your experience, approximately how many migrants cross through the Darien Gap?
• Are the majority of migrants passing through the Darien Gap from Latin America or from other
regions of the world?
• How long does it typically take for migrants to pass through the Darien Gap?
• What does transportation look like when traveling through the Darien gap?
• What is the most difficult part of the journey through the Darien Gap?
• Has the government of Panama or Colombia instated specific policies to address the increased
migration through the Darien Gap?
• What was your biggest takeaway after completing your scoping mission to the Darien Gap?

Summary and Closure:
The information gathered in this interview will solely be used for the purposes of
answering the primary research questions of my Capstone. The information will remain open to
those who have participated in the interviews and a copy of the recorded interview meetings can
be requested at any time by the participants. I understand that my own positionally may have an
influence on this study, but I will strongly attempt to view the information I gathered from a
holistic and complex standpoint. I welcome further insight from the participants from this study
as I work to answer my research question
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Appendix 5: Interview Protocol for asylum-seekers
Capstone Interview Guide

1. Did you go to other countries within Africa before traveling to Latin America?
2. What was the first country you entered in Latin America?
a. How long did you stay in that country (more or less) and what country did you go
to next, and so on?
b. Did you work in any of the countries you traveled through in Latin America?
3. How did you find out about the migration route through Latin America to the U.S.
border?
4. Did you come across anyone representing government agencies, non-governmental
organizations (non-profits), or individuals who offered you assistance during your
journey?
5. What sources of transportation did you use while traveling through Latin America?
6. Did you have the goal of reaching the United States as your final destination when you
arrived in Latin America?
With added permission (optional questions):
1. What is your current immigration status?
2. How much (more or less) did the entire journey cost you?

Summary and Closure:
The information gathered in this interview will solely be used for the purposes of answering the
primary research questions of my Capstone. The information will remain open to those who have
participated in the interviews and a copy of the recorded interview meetings can be requested at
any time by the participants. I understand that my own positionally may have an influence on
this study, but I will strongly attempt to view the information I gathered from a holistic and
complex standpoint. I welcome further insight from the participants from this study as I work to
answer my research questions
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Appendix 6: Informed Consent Form for all interviewees
Informed Consent Form
Dear Prospective Interview Participant,
You are invited to participate in an interview conducted by Brendan Rupprecht, a graduate
student at the School for International Training (SIT), working on completing a graduate degree
in Sustainable Development. The interview will be used as a primary resource to help complete a
Capstone paper working to explore, in a variety of social contexts, the experiences of individuals
who traveled through Latin America as an African or Haitian asylum-seeker with the goal of
reaching the United States.
If you decide to participate in the study, you will be asked to complete an interview conducted
via online video platform, phone, or potentially in person. Interviewees will be purposively
selected and interviews will last approximately 60 minutes.
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate, you may
choose not to answer any given questions, and you may withdraw your consent and discontinue
your participation at any time. Your name and geographical location will not be included in the
research if you do not want it to be. There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this
interview. Data will only be shared with professors at the School for International Training and
those who view the Capstone presentation. Your informed consent is implied upon completion
and return of the form. Individuals must also be at least 18 years old in order to take part in an
interview. If you would like to participate in an interview, please sign and date below (electronic
signatures are accepted).
Name: _______________________________ Date: ________________ Signature:
_____________________________
If you would like to receive a summary of the results of this research, please put you email below:
Email: ___________________
If you have any additional questions about the purpose of this research, please contact:
Brendan Rupprecht Brendan.Rupprecht@mail.sit.edu School for International Training
1 Kipling Road, PO Box 676 Brattleboro, VT 05302-0676 USA
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irb@sit.edu
802-258-3132

